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Abstract: 

With an objective of scrutinising career as a 
progressive politician, this essay intends to pay homage to his endeavours regarding social reform, 
whilst investigating the initial cause which led to his controversies  such as the Salisbury affair. 
Primary sources have allowed logical analysis.  
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George Orwell: Animal Farm.1

Within the male-dominated, frequently racist, anti-homosexual, and in various aspects, conservative 

society of mid-1900s a powerful voice of 

change and influence. In his namesake, the professed  of the 1970s was a 

consequence and outcome of his reforms as leader of the South Australian Labor government.2 

Though  are inexplicably correlated, Fiji is arguably the land 

that shaped him into the man, leader, and politician he became.       

Dunstan was born in the capital of Fiji, Suva, on 21 September 1926; the second child of expatriate 

South Australians. His father, Francis Vivian Dunstan, referred to by the appellation  had 

relocated to the country of Fiji in 1913 for employment, and  mother, Ida May Dunstan 

(née Hill), had followed suit accordingly, subsequent to marriage in 1916. Beset with sickliness at an 

early age, having contracted long-lasting staphylococcus infection from a boarding school in Suva, it 

was agreed the likelihood of a rapid recovery was greater in South Australia, and thereby, Dunstan 

was sent family in Murray Bridge. He returned to Fiji at age ten in early 1937, 

following three years in Murray Bridge, yet shortly resumed South Australian life, this time in 

Adelaide with the intention of furthering his education, as he was enrolled in for 

the beginning of 1940.3 4 

Dunstan was successful academically, as evident through his admission to study a law degree at the 

University of Adelaide, and he graduated in 1948. Notably, he made a lasting impression on the 

institution and was involved in a number of occasions post-graduation, such as speaking at an alumni 

event in 1995 (SOURCE 1). Interestingly, though his father was a member of the Liberal party, 

Dunstan joined the Australian Labor Party in 1946, where his extensive affiliation with politics 

began.5     

In 1953, Dunstan entered the South Australian Parliament, as a successful Labor candidate for the seat 

of Norwood. 

of the group which may accomplish social change in South Au  (SOURCE 2).  

 
1 Orwell, G 2014, Animal Farm, The Text Publishing Company, Australia. 

2 State Library of South Australia 2022, South Australian History: Dunstan decade in SA politics, viewed 24 
July 2022, <https://guides.slsa.sa.gov.au/c.php?g=410270&p=2795179>. 

3 Hodge, D 2014, Don Dunstan, Intimacy & Liberty: A Political Biography, Wakefield Press, Adelaide. 

4 Woollacott, A 2019, Don Dunstan: The visionary politician who changed Australia, Allen&Unwin, Sydney. 

5 Flinders Ranges Research 2021, Donald Allan Dunstan, South Australia, viewed 20 August 2022, 
<https://www.southaustralianhistory.com.au/dunstan.htm>. 



in 1956, ensuing his first term 

in Parliament, Dunstan retained the seat of Norwood, and would proceed to win the seat in the 

following eight elections, representing the people of Norwood for a total of 26 years. As a 

consequence of his revolutionary career and lasting legacy, this electorate of Norwood is now named 

 in his honour.6  

Headed by the 34th Premier of South Australia, Frank Walsh, a Labor Government was elected in 

March 1965, in which Dunstan assumed various ministerial portfolios  Attorney-General, Minister of 

Aboriginal Affairs, and Minister of Social Welfare. He

(SOURCE 3) 7 

Concerning his impact as Minister of Aboriginal Affairs and the contributions he made towards 

overcoming internalised racism towards the First Nations in Australia, upbringing in 

Fiji played a role as a central cause.    

s and Fijians as socially inferior  and 

 

part-European children  

kind.  8 In an irony, or awakening, Dunstan rejected these parental opinions and adopted liberalism 

and inclusivity. He grew in a household occupied by Fijian and Indian servants, thus being 

accustomed to appearances different from his own, and throughout his experience at 

Grammar, in the period between his return from Murray Bridge and before his travel to Adelaide to 

 College, he encountered various Fijians, his 

Fijian  

 as a consequence

campaign for the First Nations Peoples.9 

In 1965, Don Dunstan, as newly selected Minister of Aboriginal Affairs, attended a short meeting 

with Dr John Kempster, who, at the time, was active as president of the South Australian Aborigines 

Advancement League , 

reportedly , and yet he had come representing 

an organisation intending to assist the small, remotely settled, naïve population [First Nations 

people] to integration with the community  (SOURCE 4). This transformation in mindset may 

 
6 Don Dunstan Foundation n.d., Don Dunstan Timeline, Flinders University, University of Adelaide, viewed 18 
August 2022, <https://www.dunstan.org.au/about/don-dunstan/>. 

7 Ibid Don Dunstan Foundation n.d. 

8 Reid, S Don Dunstan 1993, Don Dunstan interviewed by Stuart Reid [sound recording]., Digital interview 
recording, National Library of Australia viewed 22 August 2022, <https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-204398243/listen>. 

9 Woollacott, A 2019, Don Dunstan: The visionary politician who changed Australia 



potentially have been a consequence resulti lead. At the said encounter, 

Dunstan and Kempster were photographed deliberating a booklet prepared by the Aboriginal 

Advancement League (AAL) (SOURCE 4).  

Possibly inspired by the steps towards equality for Indigenous Australians, such as the 

in which  (SOURCE 

5), a particularly revolutionary piece of legislation that was passed in South Australian Parliament was 

the Aboriginal Lands Trust Act 1966. This was a Bill which Don Dunstan himself introduced in order 

to  foremost mineral rights for the land held in the Trust, and enforce the 

ability for Aboriginal communities, that had hitherto taken part in missions or Crown Reserves, to 

hold freehold land. It was the very first Act in the entirety of Australia to acknowledge Aboriginal 

rights to land, which catalysed positive consequences under the same subject, such as 

people resident on present permanently reserved lands Aboriginal Lands Act 1970 

(SOURCE 6). Even in documents regarding this Victorian Act, it was 

Australia and Victoria do Aborigines own the land set aside for them. Other states fail to conform to 

(SOURCE 7).10 

Dunstan 

services in S.A. comparable to other members of the community

communities In some attempted solutions, he 

full consultation with the S.A. Aboriginal 

(SOURCE 

8).  

challenging centuries of paternalism and disempowerment of Indigenous Australians. Moreover, 

Dunstan was inclusive of all cultures, evident through his community involvement, such as attending 

a traditional Malaysian wedding to bless the couple (SOURCE 9) or greeting and discussing with the 

Singaporean Prime Minster Lee Kuan Yu and his associates in 1965 (SOURCE 10). 

progressive attitude was not limited to racial respect  in fact, it extended to various other human 

characteristics, such as gender.  

 

 
10 Painter, A n.d., 8 December 1966 Aboriginal Lands Trust Act, Adelaide, viewed 21 August 2022, 
<http://www.sahistorians.org.au/175/chronology/december/8-december-1966-aboriginal-lands-trust-act.shtml>. 

 



For instance, with Don Dunstan as Attorney-General, in 1965, the South Australian government 

nominated Dame Roma Mitchell as  a title that 

simultaneously caused Mitchell to become the very first female Supreme Court judge in the whole of 

Australia. This appointment initiated controversy, with debates involving attire, court titles, and, with 

capital punishment still legal in South Australia at the time  the abolition of which Dunstan was a 

significant voice  whether it was socially acceptable for a woman to judge a convicted man to the 

death penalty. 11 12 

Despite criticism, the Dunstan-influenced South Australian government pushed ahead with reforms, 

and the consequence was an opened door for increased female leadership in South Australian courts, 

government, and society.  

Don Dunstan, as a white, middle-class man, often the stereotype of a conservative, was a feminist  as 

enormous rise in reported cases of rape between 1972-73 and 

1973-

position of women in it (SOURCE 11).  

In 1967, Don Dunstan, upon became Premier  however, the next year, though he 

won 54% of the vote, he was defeated. This caused, fortunately, pressure for a review of the electoral 

system, and the consequence was a fair electoral system wherein the principle of one vote equalling 

one value replaced the previous rules, where the votes of city constituents were valued at a mere 

quarter of those of rural people; rules that Dunstan was indeed sceptical of. In 1970, Don Dunstan 

returned as Premier, and the illustrious Dunstan Decade began.13 

activities 

(SOURCE 3). South Australia has long since been branded as the 

Festival State of Australia  Don Dunstan was a substantial cause of this title, and was prompted to 

act in such a way due to his love for the field of arts. For example, Dunstan assisted in the 

establishment of S.A. Film Corporation, and signed into law the State Theatre Company of South 

Australia Act. in 

 
11 Heffernan, E 2022, Dame Roma Mitchell (1913-2000), viewed 17 August 2022, 
<https://www.rahs.org.au/dame-roma-mitchell-1913-2000/>. 

12 Dunstan 2022, viewed 11 August 2022, <https://adelaideaz.com/dunstan>. 

13  History Trust of South Australia n.d., Donald Allan Dunstan AC QC, Adelaida, viewed 10 August 2022, 
<https://adelaidia.history.sa.gov.au/people/donald-allan-dunstan-ac-qc>. 

 



1999, as he was a Fringe Patron, the traditional Adelaide Fringe Festival was dedicated to him.14 15 16

17 

1972 holds an unconventionally radical moment for South Australian politics. On 22 November, a 

cheerful Don Dunstan was photographed  albeit limited, as it is in black-and-white  on the steps of 

South Australian Parliament House donning flamboyant, hot pink shorts (SOURCE 12). This 

extremely distinctive outfit symbolised delivered his 

message of individuality. This seemingly minor detail proved to have large impacts  for example, the 

Marching Dunstans were a gathering of over 100 people at the annual Adelaide Pride March, in 2015, 

shorts. Briefly put, the pink shorts have become an icon of change.18 19 

Through examining his personal life, social views become plain to 

perceive. For instance, as aforementioned, his childhood in Fiji caused his aversion towards 

colonialism and acknowledgement of minority cultures, particularly with his pioneering legislations in 

support of Aboriginal Australians, and even his zeal for music and arts. Likewise,  passion 

for preventing LGBTQ+ discrimination reportedly stemmed from his own sexuality.20 

Until 1975 in South Australia, homosexuality  importantly, only man-to-man, as women were 

 was illegal and comprehended as a crime associated with the penal 

system. However, Don Dunstan is generally acknowledged to have been a bisexual man, as 

exemplified by his partner, Steven Cheng, who nursed Dunstan up to his passing, subsequent to 

 
14 The University of Adelaide n.d., 1960s: Creation of the Festival State, viewed 22 August 2022, 
<https://www.adelaide.edu.au/lumen/issues/71342/news71366.html>. 

15 Adelaide Fringe n.d., Fringe History, viewed 20 August 2022, <https://adelaidefringe.com.au/history>. 

16 Reid, S Don Dunstan 1993, Don Dunstan interviewed by Justin Macdonnell [sound recording]., Digital 
interview recording, National Library of Australia viewed 22 August 2022, <https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-
204398243/listen>. 
 
17 State Theatre Company South Australia n.d., Celebrating 50 Years, viewed 19 August 2022, 
<https://statetheatrecompany.com.au/celebrating-50-years/>. 

18 Baird, B & Prosser, R 2017, The Marching Dunstans: performing memory, queering memory, SAGE 
Journals, viewed 24 August 2022, <https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1329878X17727566>. 

19 Seys, M 2020, Tailoring Don Dunstan, viewed 25 August 2022, 
<https://centreofdemocracy.sa.gov.au/2020/02/tailoring-don-dunstan/#_edn4>. 

20 Woollacott, A 2019, Don Dunstan: The visionary politician who changed Australia 



In 1975, mid-Dunstan Decade, 

homosexuality was decriminalised as a co 21 22 

Don Dunstan, throughout the majority of his political career, maintained a steady stream of public 

support, hence the numerous election wins attributable to his name. A key event that was, however, 

marked with a degree of contest, along with his personal lifestyle such as rumoured extramarital 

same-gender relationships, was the Salisbury Affair.   

In 1978, well-admired S.A. police commissioner Harold Salisbury was dismissed for having misled 

the Dunstan Government through supplying inaccurate information both to them and the public. A 

royal commission led by Justice Roma Mitchell was carried out, and Mitchell concluded firmly 

Salisbury was responsible for the cause , as a consequence, to terminate him 

from his job, was vindicated. Nevertheless, and 

(SOURCE 13), 

increasing pressure on Dunstan  as a 

and (SOURCE 14).23 24 

All in all, a variety of principal causes led to Don Dunstan challenging 

, laws, and social issues. The consequences of his accomplishments were, and 

continue to be, profound, and through his undeniably significant 

commitment to justice is evident in the variety of reforms he a .   

 

 

 

 

 
21 
viewed 19 August 2022, <https://www.adelaidenow.com.au/news/south-australia/first-biography-since-don-
dunstans-death-reveals-his-double-life-drove-him-to-resign/news-story/f4c7e41589fe146f381d0ae0a0e9c034>. 

22 Teeseling, I 2021, Don Dunstan: The man who decriminalised homosexuality, viewed 17 August 2022, 
<https://thebigsmoke.com.au/2021/03/06/don-dunstan-the-man-who-decriminalised-homosexuality/>. 

23 Summers, J 2021, Salisbury, Harold Hubert (1915 1991), viewed 23 August 2022, 
<https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/salisbury-harold-hubert-
14851#:~:text=On%2017%20January%201978%20Dunstan,18%20January%201978%2C%201).>. 

24 Conservative angst at police commissioner Harold Salisbury being dismissed in 1978 after the White Report 
n.d., AdelaideAZ, viewed 19 August 2022, <https://adelaideaz.com/articles/conservative-angst-over-police-
commissioner-harold-salisbury-being-dismissed-in-1978-after-the-white-report>. 

 



Appendix: Sources 

SOURCE 1: Don Dunstan in 1995, speaking at an event organised by the Alumni Association of 
the University of Adelaide25 

 

SOURCE 2: A written account by Don Dunstan regarding his first, successful election for the 
seat of Norwood26 

 

 

 
25 Don Dunstan at a University of Adelaide Alumni Event 1995, Photograph, University of Adelaide, viewed 22 
August 2022, <https://archives.adelaide.edu.au/#details=ecatalogue.32343>. 

26 Don Dunstan at a University of Adelaide Alumni Event 1995, Photograph, University of Adelaide, viewed 22 
August 2022, <https://archives.adelaide.edu.au/#details=ecatalogue.32343>. 

 



SOURCE 3: A section from pg. 5 of the 29 April 1976 version of the newspaper The Advertiser 
27 

 

 
27 The Advertiser 1976, Don Dunstan - Younger, Newspaper clipping, Adelaide. 



SOURCE 3: (continued) 

 

 

 

 



SOURCE 4: Don Dunstan (right) and Dr John Kempster (left) discussing a booklet prepared by 
the Aborigines Advancement League28  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
28 Don Dunstan and Dr John Kempster 1965, Photograph, National Archives of Australia, viewed 29 July 2022, 
<https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=7478300>. 



SOURCE 5: A pamphlet relating to Question 2 in the 1967 Federal Referendum, that involved the 
amendment of Sections 51 and 127 of the Australian Constitution29 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
29 1967, Relating to Question 2 in the 1967 Federal Referendum, Pamphlet, National Archives of Australia. 



SOURCE 6: the Victoria 1970 Aboriginal 
Lands Act30 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
30 Grall, A 1970, Land Rights Now, Document, National Archives of Australia, Victoria. 



SOURCE 7: A document written by Caroline Le Couteur concerning the Victoria 1970 
Aboriginal Lands Act31 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
31 Couteur, C 1970, Land Rights Now, Document, National Archives of Australia, Victoria. 

 



SOURCE 8: A report written by Don Dunstan regarding Aboriginal Community Government, for 
the general exhiits from Northern Territory Local Government and conference session at Alice 
Springs32 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
32 D, Dunstan 1989, Aboriginal Community Government, Report, National Archives of Australia, Alice 
Springs. 



SOURCE 9: Don Dunstan (right) blesses a Malaysian couple at their wedding33 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
33 Don Dunstan blesses a Malaysian wedding 1971, Photograph, National Archives of Australia, viewed 29 July 
2022, <https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=11842690>. 



SOURCE 10: The Prime Minister of Singapore, Mr Lee Kuan Yew (second from the left) are 
greeted at the Hotel Australia, North Adelaide, by Don Dunstan (left), prior to dinner34 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
34 Lee Kuan Yew being greeted by SA Attorney-General Don Dunstan 1965, Photograph, National Archives of 
Australia, viewed 29 July 2022, 
<https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=8914569>. 

 



SOURCE 11: A section from pg. 5 of the 26 April 1976 version of the newspaper The Advertiser 
35 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
35 The Advertiser 1976,  , Newspaper clipping, Adelaide. 



SOURCE 12: The photograph of Dun Dunstan taken outside the South Australia Parliament 
House, with him wearing his iconic pink shorts36 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
36 Don Dunstan and his Pink Shorts 1972, Photograph, A Story to Tell, viewed 24 August 2022, 
<https://www.astorytotell.com.au/a-story-to-tell/shorts-sake>. 



SOURCE 13: A section from pg. 5 of the 25 January 1978 version of the newspaper The 
Advertiser containing comments concerning the Salisbury Affair37 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
37 The Advertiser 1978, An enquiry needed, Newspaper clipping, Adelaide. 



SOURCE 14: A section from pg. 9 of the 16 February 1979 version of the newspaper The 
Advertiser 38  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
38 Kelton, G. The Advertiser 1978, Poor health forces shock decision, Newspaper clipping, Adelaide. 



Bibliography (excluding footnotes)

Cover Image 

The Premier of South Australia, Mr Don A Dunstan 1963, Photograph, National Archives of 
Australia, viewed 18 July 2022, 
<https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=11874709>. 

Primary Sources 

Archival Material 

D, Dunstan 1989, Aboriginal Community Government, Report, National Archives of Australia, Alice 
Springs. (SOURCE 8) 

Annotation: This primary source was highly informative, as it was a report written by Don 
Dunstan himself. Therefore, it provided a reliable source of his political work and views, 
given it summarised his proposals to advance the welfare of Aboriginal Australians through 
his own words, and the particular page referenced  the concluding page  contains these 
proposals in a very brief paragraph, numbered clearly, hence being both concise and useful.  

Don Dunstan and Dr John Kempster 1965, Photograph, National Archives of Australia, viewed 29 
July 2022, 
<https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=7478300>. 
(SOURCE 3) 

Annotation: towards 
equality for Aboriginal Australians, as it was accompanied with a short description on the 
National Archives of Australia RecordSearch website. This said caption provided information 
regarding Dr John Kempster, who was President of the South Australian Aboriginal 
Advancement League, and his previous lack of knowledge of the topic prior to migration to 
Australia  it suggested how the impact of stralia 
influenced other states and territories. Furthermore, the photograph, taken of Dunstan and 
Kempster in a meeting, displays 
communication as a politician.  

Mr Edward Gough Whitlam with SA Premier Don Dunstan at the Lodge 1973, Photograph, National 
Archives of Australia, viewed 27 July 2022, 
<https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=11616969>. 

National Archives of Australia 1969, Personal Papers of Prime Minister Gorton: Correspondence with 
Don Dunstan, viewed 19 August 2022, 
<https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=4029590>. 

National Archives of Australia 1967, Personal Papers of Prime Minister Holt: Correspondence with 
Don Dunstan, viewed 19 August 2022, 
<https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=4681480>. 

Secondary Sources 

Books 

Dunstan, D 1989, Felicia, the political memoirs of Don Dunstan, Macmillan, South Melbourne. 

Hodge, D 2014, Don Dunstan, Intimacy & Liberty: A Political Biography, Wakefield Press, Adelaide. 

 



Woollacott, A 2019, Don Dunstan: The visionary politician who changed Australia.

Annotation: This secondary source, in the form of a non-fiction biography written by 
Australia National University historical researcher Professor Angela Woollacott, proved 
particularly useful as it provided a reasonably accurate, constructive background overview 

reveal
personal values. It also referenced primary sources and archival materials; some of which I 
could verify and cross-reference by means of the Internet.   

Websites 

Adelaide Film Festival n.d., The Don Dunstan Award, viewed 16 August 2022, 
<https://adelaidefilmfestival.org/industry/awards/the-don-dunstan-award/>. 

Centre of Democracy n.d., Dazzling Don Dunstan, viewed 18 August 2022, 
<https://centreofdemocracy.sa.gov.au/collection/dazzling-don-dunstan/>. 

MILESAGO n.d., Don Dunstan, viewed 18 August 2022, <http://www.milesago.com/people/dunstan-
don.htm>. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


